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	The Ten Commandments are among the most familiar parts of the Bible.  In fact, they are so familiar to our sense of religion that many of us are not aware of just how they are stated in the Bible.  The actual text, which we just read, has some parts that seem crude to us today, such as that God will punish idolaters’ children down to the fourth generation; Ezekiel much later said that God punishes people only for their own sins.  The commandment to “put no other gods before me” indicates the polytheistic assumptions of the people addressed by the commandments.  In fact, in the overall context of the Ten Commandments in Exodus, the point was to adhere the Israelites to their own god, Yahweh, when plenty of other gods in the neighborhood tempted them.  The stories in the historical books of the Hebrew Bible, especially Kings and Chronicles, detail attempts to purify the cult of Yahweh-only in a context where many other gods were propitiated, worshiped, and prayed to for advantages in daily events.  The ancient Israelites defined their identity as a people and as individuals in terms of their relation to God as specified by the covenant given to Moses, in which the Ten Commandments are central.
	Today I want to reflect with you on the role of commandments in the life of righteousness.  As Christians, we think not only of the Ten Commandments but also of Jesus’ summary of all the Jewish commandments, namely to love God with all one’s heart, mind, soul, and strength, and to love one’s neighbors as oneself.  What is the role of commandments such as these in righteousness?  What is the righteousness that is to be served by following the commandments?
	From my own background, and I suspect that of many of you, the Ten Commandments are not most important as an expression of a primitive code defining a group’s identity over against neighboring groups.  Rather they are important as a universal moral code.  In my house and church, when I was growing up, there were little charts listing abbreviations of the Ten Commandments, and the commandments were presented as universally valid.  Indeed, our Ten Commandments have analogues in all the world’s religions, albeit with different emphases.  
	So the first thing to say about commandments such as these is that they are summaries, or epitomes, of cumulative wisdom about the content of righteousness.  The Golden Rule—do to others what you would have others to do to you—is another example of a commandment expressing universal wisdom about righteousness.  So is Jesus’ commandment about loving God and neighbor.   
	Of course, knowing what commandments like these mean in specific circumstances is often difficult.  For instance, few of us are polytheists, and so the commandment against idolatry means something different for us from what it meant for the ancient Israelites.  For us idolatry is putting love of money, power, or sensual pleasure in the place of love of God.  The Golden Rule cannot always be taken at face value because sometimes what is good for another person is very different from what we would want as our own good, and allowances have to be made.  Even the love common to Christians, Jews, and Muslims, or Buddhist compassion, or Confucian humaneness, needs to be spelled out differently in different circumstances.  Jesus advocated the values of justice, mercy, peace, care for the poor, humility, and other such virtues as ways of being loving when matters of justice are at issue, or matters of mercy, peace, and the rest.  Even though they need to be interpreted in various contexts, the Ten Commandments, the Golden Rule, and Jesus’ Great Commandment to love God and neighbor provide fundamental kinds of orientation in the pursuit of righteousness, a summary content of righteousness. 
	We should dwell for a moment on the point that following the commandments is a means toward being righteous.  For, many people believe that following the commandments is a means toward getting some divinely bestowed reward, a heavenly life, for instance, or rescue from the fires of hell.  Common though this attitude is, it is a kind of spiritual materialism.  The reason to follow the commandments is not to get something for ourselves.  Even when what we want for ourselves is spiritual, such as heavenly life, this should not be the reason for following the commandments.  Even when what we want for ourselves is noble and uplifting, this should not be the reason for following the commandments. Rather, we should follow the commandments because they define what is right to do and be.  Following the commandments should be simply for the sake of being righteous, not for some material or spiritual gain.
	To be sure, it is possible, though wrong, to turn righteousness itself into spiritual materialism.  We can commit ourselves to the project of turning ourselves into righteous people, forgetting that true righteousness is simply doing what is right.  Of course we should develop habits of righteous behavior, and in that sense we need to craft ourselves into righteous people.  But that should not be for the sake of ourselves, but for the sake of those other people, our natural and social environments, and God, for whom our behavior and the orientations of our hearts should be righteous.  The spiritual materialism of the pursuit of righteousness is especially apparent when we believe that, if we do become righteous, we deserve some divine reward.  Or when we fear that if we are not righteous, we deserve some punishment.  Or when we gloat that we are better than some others and thus deserve reward while they deserve punishment.  In all these instances, righteousness is perverted into being a means to some other end, and that is spiritual materialism.
	Spiritual materialism is common in the popular practice of most religions, and some religions, such as shamanism, have little or no antidote to that.  The Christian gospel is paradoxically clear on this matter.  On the one hand, it affirms the importance, the absolutely ultimate importance, of being righteous, including following the commandments.  Although it is unpopular these days to think of God as judge, that symbol is essential to the Christian gospel.  If we cannot imagine God knowing our faults as well as our virtues, we cannot take seriously the gospel of forgiveness and love.  Forgiveness means nothing but a platitude to people who do not understand that they have been seriously unrighteous.  If God’s redemptive work in Jesus Christ is to mean anything, we have to imagine God as a judge who sees that we need redemption.
	On the other hand, the Christian gospel says that we are not redeemed because of following the commandments and being righteous.  Rather we are redeemed despite the fact we do not follow the commandments perfectly, despite the fact we are unrighteous, even the best of us.  God came to us in Christ to save sinners, not the righteous.  God’s love is for the worst of us, even for those of us who deliberately spurn God’s love, breaking the commandments to flaunt rebellion in the face of the demand for righteousness.  Of course, people who don’t know this, or who spurn God’s love, do not get much benefit in daily life from redemptive grace.  They continue to hate themselves and others, to despair, to dissipate themselves in flight from responsibility.  They fail to seek righteousness for its own sake, they miss out on the wonderful pursuit of holiness, they fail to see the sacred that manifests itself in a life of growing sanctification.  For this reason we preach the gospel.  But the gospel says that God loves them nonetheless.
	So being righteous is not for the sake of salvation.  It’s the other way around.  Because of God’s saving love, we are free to be righteous for righteousness’ own sake.  We are free to abandon spiritual materialism in the following of commandments in favor of following them because they point us to what is right to do.  However you think of heaven, being righteous will not win you heaven.  On the contrary, because you have heaven, whether you know it or not, when you do know it you are free to be righteous for its own sake.  
	Now I invite you to the table of the gracious Lord who ate with sinners.  Jesus never excused the sin.  He only said it does not count when it comes to being loved by God.  Come to this table with confession of your sins on your lips, and receive the mercy that takes those sins away.  Come to this table to take up God’s redemptive love, and leave your sins at the rail.  Come to this table to be released from spiritual materialism, and embark on a righteous life for its own sake.  Come to this table seeking grace, and you will take away the power to live sincerely through the commandments.  Come to this table to find God, the judge who knows your heart, and discover the God who loves your heart so as to perfect it.  Come to this table to find the grace for you to love God, the greatest righteousness of all.  Amen.
Robert Cummings Neville
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PAGE  



3



